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Undertakings buildings of transnational societies operating in several European countries 
have often in all their branches not only the same architecture and the same appearance, but 
also the same production systems, the same process structures and labour organisations.

They have the same management systems and management models, identical procedures for 
internal and external flexibility, and they use various forms of precarious employment 
according to the same mechanisms.
The entire corporate culture of the parent group is adopted in every European place of 
production.

These widely uniform companies encounter workers and their representatives in the 
respective European countries with very different industrial relations, depending on laws, 
historical developments and cultures.

Working conditions in European countries are the result of an interaction of very different 
structures of employees' representatives, who negotiate for the benefit of workers at national 
or regional level, in several branches, at company level or job-specific standards. The relevant 
trade unions have very different possibilities to influence the respective negotiation processes.

Additionally, there are national laws and regulations, which shape differently industrial 
relations.

This general description can be reflected in a concrete practical case of my daily work.

As Managing Director of IG Metall Ingolstadt, I represent currently approximately 44,500 IG 
Metall members.

The largest company in the region between the two major cities of Nuremberg and Munich is 
the company AUDI AG with at the moment around 35,000 employees and 28,000 members 
of IG Metall.

IG Metall is in this company a powerful union.
Based on German codetermination's law (Mitbestimmungsgesetz), there is a strong works 
council (Betriebsrat), which represents the interests of workers.

The works council and the IG Metall are able, at the German locations of AUDI AG, to 
implement adequate and fair remunerations, and the works council can also, due to the large 
number of trade union members, represent the workers' interests by participating to the lay-
out of production systems. For example, in the conception of shifts systems, occupational 
health and safety, performance's and remuneration's conditions, leave arrangements, overtime 
and break rules, fixed-term employment, temporary employment, education and training, data 
protection and more.

So why it is for us so important that the possibility of cross-border negotiations and 
agreements can be further developed?



Currently an AUDI AG plant, which has been so far only producing engines in Hungary, 
develops itself into a complete vehicle plant.

The result is a company with the complete Audi production systems, including management 
culture, management structures and procedures, as we know from German plants.

The plant is meant to be an equal partner in the company. It means that Audi writes 
production projects for all plants and then chooses the most favourable conditions.

This process, which should be completed in Hungary until 2014, has already been 
implemented in the production units of Audi AG in Belgium.

Thus, with widely uniform company structures and working processes, the different working 
conditions of employees, which are the result of very different country-specific industrial 
relations, are in Belgium, Hungary and Germany in a tough competition.

With an average vertical integration of about 20% of car manufacturers, hundreds of suppliers 
and their employees, who are often located directly outside of the manufacturer, are exactly in 
the same situation
The supplier industry is also subject to the same specific requirements of the manufacturers, 
who often determine every detail of the production process.

There are also Europe-wide more and more temporary work agencies that provide under a 
contract for services identical engineering and logistics services.

The effects can be outlined as follows:

All conditions being equal (uniform company structures and processes), it occurs further 
opportunities for companies to achieve cost benefits to the detriment of workers, due to the 
lack of cross-border negotiations and agreements, and also to various country-specific wage 
levels.

It can be illustrated for instance by longer working hours, other or unregulated wages and 
performances systems, by the nature and extent of various forms of precarious work 
(temporary work, fixed-term contracts, contracts for services), lower costs for safety at work 
or occupational health and safety, and so on in specific locations.

These "lower" cost structures are then submitted as a benchmark to the works councils and 
trade unions in other European countries.

The objective of safeguarding employment maintains works councils and unions under a lot 
of pressure. And it is not rare that rules are adopted that reduce the cost level in order to 
secure jobs.
The initial benchmark of the formerly most favourable location is then also under pressure 
again.

The negative spiral begins again.

To avoid this, there should be a legal framework for cross-national agreements, to which the 
respective European trade unions could refer to when needed.



Existing rules on European Works Councils, which are mainly limited on information and 
consultation rights of these works councils, are not enough.
Especially as European trade unions are only indirectly (through membership of a works 
council to a trade union) involved in the work of European Works Councils.
As important stakeholders, albeit at different levels, trade unions are in all industrial 
democratic countries of Europe the only partner for transnational company collective 
agreements.

Existing European trade unions' structures enable unions to organise democratic transnational 
employees' participation through their representatives.

They can ensure that the unequal bargaining situations between uniform companies on the one 
hand and the varying degrees of workers' rights in the countries of the European Union on the 
other hand, are shaped in a "fairer" way.

Taking into account country-specific industrial relations, we must ensure for the respective 
employees' representatives the highest possible level of legal certainty in the implementation 
of such an agreement. In particular, concrete mechanisms in case of conflict resolutions are 
needed.

Such a fairer negotiation process reduces the competition for the "worst working conditions" 
and forces companies to compete for innovative products, production processes, high quality 
and reliability, and so on.

The competitive situation of industrial firms and therefore the situation of workers in the 
European economic area would then be strongly strengthened at international level. 


